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“Remember kids, only YOU can prevent forest fires!” The familiar slogan echoed the room as Smokey the Bear and Ranger Jon packed their things and prepared to move on to another classroom.

“Well class? How about a round of applause for that great presentation from Smokey the Bear!” exclaimed Mr. Camaclang to his grade five class.  “That was really great wasn’t it?”  The class nodded in approval with great enthusiasm.  “Well, we’ve been studying ecosystems for the past few weeks.   Did you learn anything new from Smokey the Bear and Ranger Jon?”

“I learned that it is bad to walk away from fires when camping and to put them out before you leave” said Chris.

“Yes” said Mr. Camaclang.  “We need to prevent fires that are result of people being irresponsible.  Forest fires can be difficult to control and can often put lives, homes, and property at risk.  For example, in many small towns in northern Manitoba, people need to be airlifted to safety if a fire gets too close.  People can also lose their jobs if they rely on the forest. “ Chris raised his hand again.

“Animals can lose their habitat too!”

“That’s a great point.  Forrest fires damage ecosystems and destroy animal habitat.  Does anyone else have question or a comment?”

“Mr. Camaclang, we saw the video that showed lots of smoke billowing into the sky.  I bet that’s bad for the environment” Sarah added.

“Burning forest fires emit carbon gas into the atmosphere, leading to further global warming.  Smoke and pollution from a forest fire can create breathing problems for people in nearby communities.  Has anyone smelled smoke from forest fires in the city before?” asked Mr. Camaclang.

From the back of the classroom, Jimmy raised his hand. “I have.  It really aggravated my asthma and I had to stay indoors for a week.  Forest fires are a pretty terrible thing aren’t they Mr. Camaclang?”

“Not necessarily. What if I told you forest fires were an important part of a healthy forest ecosystem?”  The students appeared to be pretty confused as they had just spent the last hour learning about the consequences of forest fires.  “Perhaps, I should explain?” asked Mr. Camaclang.  Everyone in the class nodded simultaneously.   At the back of the class, Jimmy leaned over to Sarah and expressed his disbelief.  “He can’t be serious.”  

“Let me explain.  Fire is an important cleansing process in the forest.  It reduces the number of pests, disease, dead litter, decaying leaves, logs, and needles from the forest floor. “  Sarah raised her hand.

“Ok, what’s the point of having a clean forest if everything is dead?” She said inquisitively. 

“Well, shortly after the fire, new plants and trees begin to grow.  Sunlight can reach the ground, which stimulates new trees to grow from seeds and roots.  As for the animals and insects, most are able to flee wild fires easily.  Soon after a fire, beetles and insects return because they are attracted to the burned timber.  Animals that prey on them such as birds, fox, and bears return.  The new plant growth attracts grazing animals such as deer and moose.  Soon after, the ecosystem is back to normal.”

“So, they’re good and bad? Why would Smokey only talk about the bad things?” asked Jhono.  Before Mr. Camaclang could answer the question another student chimed in.

“It’s probably all about balance, right?  A forest is an ecosystem, we learned that balance is important.”

“That’s right.  It is all about balance.  As we’ve learned with ecosystems, balance is very important.  Forest fires are part of a natural cycle that occurs in the forest ecosystem.  Our primary concern with forest fires is the safety of people and the protection of property.  Don’t get me wrong, Smokey’s message is a very important one.  Fires can be a very dangerous menace.  However class, as I’ve been teaching you all year, there are always two sides to a story.”

Materials: None

Safety and Ethical Considerations: None

Curriculum:

7-1-05 Identify and describe positive and negative examples of human interventions that have an impact on ecological succession or the makeup of ecosystems. 
7-1-06 Identify environmental, social, and economic factors that should be considered in the management and preservation of ecosystems.

Teaching Method:

This story relates to the specific learning outcomes found in the grade 7: Interactions Within Ecosystems cluster.  Although I would prefer to use this story at the beginning of the cluster, I feel it would be more effective after students have first examined some of basic components of ecosystems and familiarized themselves with some of the terminology, such as bioaccumulation and ecological succession.  I would first have students read the story in small groups of four or five.  The story should cause disequilibrium in students as many students are surprised to learn that forest fires can be beneficial.   Within in the group I would ask them to list the positive and negative aspects of a forest fire from a human standpoint.  Each group would then share their ideas with the rest of the class.  I would then discuss the ecological benefits of wildfires as listed in the story.  Students would then go back into their small groups and would answer the following question (synthesis):

After a few weeks of hot summer weather, there are 40 wildfires in Northern Manitoba.  The Manitoba government only has the resources to fight 20 of those fires.   How should the government decide which fires to fight?  What are the factors they should consider?  Given the ecological benefits of wildfires, would it just be a waste of time?

Although, equilibrium is achieved when students hear about he positive aspects of wildfires, I believe the goal of this lesson is to have students think about the complexity of ecosystems and to begin to think about human interactions with ecosystems.

Origins:

I came up with the topic and conceptualized the story while looking at the science curriculum.  The information regarding forest fires is from the Natural Resources Canada Website.

http://www.nrcan-rncan.gc.ca

Questions (Bloom’s Taxonomy):

Knowledge:  List a few negative consequences of a forest fire.

Comprehension: What message do you think Smokey the Bear and Ranger Jon are trying to get across? Summarize their message into your own words.

Application: What type of industries might suffer as a result of a forest fire?

Analysis:  List other ecosystems or environments that have been damaged as a result of human activity.

Synthesis: After a few weeks of hot summer weather, there are 40 wildfires in Northern Manitoba.  The Manitoba government only has the resources to fight 20 of those fires.   How should the government decide which fires to fight?  What are the factors they should consider?  Given the ecological benefits of wildfires, would it just be a waste of time?
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